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Metaphor and Metonymy in Language 
and Thought: A Cognitive Linguistic Approach
Abstract
Cognitive	Linguistics (CL) is a cover term for some functionalist and cognitivist approach-
es to the study of language that emerged in the 1970s and share basic theoretical and meth-
odological tenets, most of which are incompatible with Noam Chomsky’s theory of Genera-
tive Grammar and its more recent offshoots. CL diverges from generative grammar among 
other things (i) in rejecting the Chomskyan claim that the language faculty is innate, (ii) in 
emphasizing the semiotic character not only of words but also of grammatical constructions 
as meaningful units of language, (iii) in attributing an important cognitive and linguistic 
role to metaphor and metonymy, and (iv) in contending that language structure and use are 
(relatively) motivated by conceptual and pragmatic factors. The article focuses on points 










































Chomsky	 (1988:	 4–5)	 claims	 that	 a	 purely	 behaviorist,	 i.e.	 empiricist	 ap-
proach	 to	 language,	 faces	 a	 conceptual	 paradox.	The	 paradox	 is	 known	 as	













































2. Some basic theoretical and methodological 






Paul	Postal,	Lakoff	 rejected,	among	other	 things,	 the	concepts	of	 syntactic	
deep	structure	and	interpretative	semantics,	where	the	latter	is	supposed	to	be	
based	on	syntactic	deep	structure	or	surface	structure	as	advocated	by	Chom-
sky	 (1965)	 and	 Jackendoff	 (1974),	 respectively.	 In	 contrast,	 Lakoff,	 Ross,	
McCawley,	 and	 Postal	 argued	 for	 a	 semantically-based grammar,	 a	 model	
known	as	generative semantics.	The	dissension	regarding	the	architecture	of	









































ii.	 General	cognitive	faculties	and	 learning	skills	 (in	contrast	 to	Chom-
sky’s	 innateness	hypothesis)	suffice	 to	account	descriptively	and	ex-
planatorily	for	the	mechanisms	of	language	acquisition.
iii.	Cognitive	 linguists	 reject	 the	 common	 methodological	 practice	 of	
Chomskyan	linguists	to	rely	on	introspectively	gained	linguistic	data.	



















in	 the	 Chomskyan	 paradigm.	 Cognitive	 Linguistics	 adopts	 Wittgen-
stein’s	 (2009:	 36)	 concept	 of	 family resemblances (German	 Fami-
lienähnlichkeiten),	 as	 illustrated	 in	 his	 Philosophical Investigations 































3. Figurative thought and language: metaphor and metonymy
3.1. Primary and complex metaphor










































A	 metaphor	 is	 produced	 in	 a	 certain	 (extralinguistic)	 situation	 and	 a	 (lin-
guistic)	context.	The	word	or	expression	that	triggers	the	metaphor	is	called	
the	 linguistic vehicle,	 which	 conveys	 a	 conventional	 (“literal”)	 meaning,	
the	source	meaning.	This	meaning	is	represented	by	means	of	a	conceptual 
frame,	a	mental	representation	in	terms	of	meaning	components	that	enter-
tain	 various	 conceptual	 and	 encyclopedic	 relations	 with	 one	 another	 (see	
Ziem	2014	for	an	in-depth	introduction	to	and	discussion	of	frame	seman-
tics).	Components	of	the	source	frame	are	iconically	mapped	onto	another	





liam	Shakespeare’s	comedy As You Like It,	Act	II,	Scene	VII:
(3)	 				All	the	world’s	a	stage,		
	 	 	 	 And	all	the	men	and	women	merely	players;		
	 	 	 	 They	have	their	exits	and	their	entrances,		
	 	 	 	 And	one	man	in	his	time	plays	many	parts,		
	 	 	 	 His	acts	being	seven	ages.



















































ripheral	systems,	one	of	which	is	 language,	 indicate	the	possibility	that	 the	
linked	components	mutually	 influence	each	other	(see	Panther	and	Radden	
2011	 for	 detailed	 discussion).	 With	 regard	 to	 metaphor,	 the	 notation	 sug-



























other	 things,	 the	 following	question:	 “In	your	opinion,	what	 does	Addison	
need	to	do	to	reduce	crime?”	Thibodeau	and	Boroditsky	found	(ibid.:	4)	that	
“[p]articipants	 given	 the	 crime-as-beast	 metaphorical	 framing	 were	 more	








































Examples	 (8)	 and	 (9)	 illustrate	 the	 pervasive	 phenomenon	 of	 metonymy.	







































Locations and	events that happen there
(12)	 	 Rio was	a	success	→	‘The	events	that	occurred	in	Rio	were	a	success’
Causes and their effects
(13)	 	 a	healthy	diet	→	‘a	diet	that	causes	health’
People and their salient attributes
(14)	 	 The	blonde walked	into	the	room	→	‘The	woman	with	blond	hair	
walked	into	the	room’
The virtual and the actual































the	 second	 clause	 Everybody knows who I’m talking about.	 The	 example	
demonstrates	 that	 in	 actual	 communication	 contextual	 clues	 may	 facilitate	
mental	access	to	the	target	meaning.









(24)	 	 I	had to take up residency	in	Los	Angeles.
(25)	 	 Kyle	could hear the	crashing	of	glass	and	metal.









































What	 is	 the	descriptive	or	 even	 explanatory	value	 of	 assuming	 a	 frame	 or	
scenario	approach	to	speech	acts?	In	a	nutshell,	its	strength	is	that	it	allows	a	






















4. The role of metonymy in semantic-pragmatic conflicts
In	this	section,	the	importance	of	metonymy	in	language	is	further	evidenced	








In	 a	more	 recent	monograph,	Goldberg	 (2006:	 5)	 abandons	 the	 unpredict-
ability	constraint	on	the	form	and/or	meaning	of	constructions,	but	now	treats	
meaningful	morphosyntactic	patterns	as	constructions	as	long	as	they	occur	
with	 “sufficient	 frequency”.	 Nevertheless,	 constructions,	 i.e.	 frequently	 re-











(39)  Give me	a	call.	(COCA	2014)
What about VING	[…]?
(40)	 	 What	about	giving to	my	college?	(COCA	2014)
(41)	 	 What	about	working four	days	a	week	[…]?	(COCA	1993)
Infinitive complement clauses requiring action verbs
(42)	 	 The	 Conservatives	 promised	 to	 increase	 NHS	 funding	 […].	
(COCA	2015)












Why not VINF […]?
(44)	 	 Why	not	try for	an	English	major?	(GloWbE)3
(45)	 	 Why	not	send robots	to	an	asteroid?	(COCA	2011)
How to VINF […]
(46)	 	 How	to	handle	the	slopes	(COCA	2015)	[from	a	golf	magazine]









the	construction	Why not VINF […]?,	which	in	(44)–(45)	has	the	illocutionary	po-
tential	of	a	strong	suggestion	with	the	meaning	‘There	is	no	(good)	reason	why	
the	action	denoted	by	V should	not	be	carried	out’.	Finally, the	construction	How 
















What about VING […]?	with	non-action	verbs
(54)  What	about	living	in	New	York?
(55)  What	 about	 being pain-free?	Able	 to	 walk	 unassisted?	 (COCA	
2007)




(58)  What	about	having the	potato	in	the	steak,	instead	of	French	fries	
on	the	side?	(COCA	2015)
(59)  What	about	becoming	a	poet?	(COCA	2012)
(60)  What	 about	 becoming	 more	 aware	 of	 societies’	 perceptions	 of	
women?	(COCA	1991)







(62)  [T]he	president	entered	the	Senate	and	asked	to	know the	reasons	
for	rejecting	his	nomination.	(COCA	2009)
Why not VINF […] with	non-action	verbs
(63)  Why	not	be good	corporate	citizens?	(COCA	2011)
(64)  Why	not	be idealistic?	(COCA	2000)
(65)  Why	not	believe them?	They	are	the	traffic	experts	[…].	(COCA	
2000)
(66)  Why	not	become a	lifetime	supporting	member	of	the	site	with	a	
one-time	donation	of	any	amount?	(GloWbE)
How to VINF […] with	non-action	verbs
(67)  How	to	be	happy.	(COCA	2015)
(68)  How	to	be good.	(COCA	2001)
(69)  How	to	know how	much	to	eat?	(COCA	2002)





Know is	 a	mental-state	verb	and,	given	 the	directive	 illocutionary	 force	of	
imperatives,	 a	 conceptual	 conflict	 arises	between	 the	propositional	 content	
of	 the	 imperative,	which	 expresses	 a	 future	action	 to	 be	performed	by	 the	
addressee	of	the	speech	act,	and	the	stative	meaning	of	the	verb.	Despite	this	
conceptual	discrepancy,	know can	be	used	in	imperatives	in	English;	and	this	
usage	 is	by	no	means	exceptional	–	 there	are	hundreds	of	examples	 in	 the	














predicate	such	as	sich selbst erkennen ‘get	to	know	oneself’,	an	ACCOMPLISH-
MENT	(in	the	terminology	of	the	linguistic	philosopher	Zeno	Vendler	1957)	is	
used,	which	expresses	a	mental	or	perceptual	action.	To	put	it	negatively,	the	
metonymy	(71)	 is	not	exploitable,	at	 least	as	 far	as	 the	stative	verb	wissen 




of Global Web-Based English (1.9	 billion	



























rather	crucially	depends	on	 the	 language	users’	 folk	or	cultural	models.	As	
























(75)	 	 Then	 you	 can	 see	 Kevin’s	 eyes.	 He looked worried.	 He	 never	






















Heim	(2007:	68)	attributes	 this	 reasoning	 to	











(76)	 	 a.	 He	looked worried	→	He	is worried
b.	 He	never	looked scared	(to	me)	→	He	was never	scared	(in	my	
opinion)
c.	 He looked strong	→	He	was (mentally)	strong
d.	 He	–	looked strong	to	me	→	He	was (mentally)	strong	(in	my	
opinion)
The	metonymy	APPEArANCE	→	rEALITY	 is	also	exploited	 in	 languages	other	
than	English.	For	example,	the	sentence	You look tired translates	into	German	
as	Du siehst müde aus	with	the	visual	perception	verb	aussehen ‘look	(like)’, 







de’ Benci (c.	 1474/1478)	 [National	







point. (…) Maybe	her	expression	 indicates she	was	not	entirely	
happy regarding	 her	 forthcoming	 marriage.	 (http://www.leonar-
dodavinci.net/portrait-of-ginevra-de-benci.jsp)
It	is	clear	that	the	writer	regards	the	sulky,	unforgiving,	haughty,	and	with-





From	another	analytical	perspective,	 the	perceptual	attributes	 listed	 in	 (77)	
can	also	be	seen	as	links	in	a	causal	chain	(see	Figure	10).	The	author	of	the	
portrait	 observes	 certain	 features	 of	 Ginevra’s	 face:	 for	 example,	 she	 does	
not	smile,	her	left	eye	is	slightly	smaller	than	her	right	eye,	the	latter	looking	
“beyond	 [the	viewer]	 to	 some	 invisible	point”.	These	physical	 features	are	
perceived	as	symptoms	of	specific	mental	and	emotional	states	such	as	the	
ones	described	in	(77)	(sulky,	unforgiving,	haughty,	withdrawn).	From	there	







of	 the	portrayed	 lady.	What	 is	 at	work	here	–	both	 in	 the	 interpretation	of	
natural	language	constructions	and	of	a	piece	of	visual	art	–	is	the	high-level	
metonymy	EFFECT	→	CAUSE.	What	is	perceivable	is	the	effect;	the	cause	must	











2007),	 the	 present	 authors	 consider	 conceptual	 metonymy,	 i.e.	 associative	
thinking,	as	even	more	fundamental	than	metaphor.	Metonymic	reasoning	is	














to	us	 the	 idea	 that	metonymy	is	 the	only re-
levant	 cognitive	 tool	 in	 the	 interpretation	of	























ference	25th Days of Frane Petrić on	the	beautiful	 island	of	Cres	(Septem-
ber	25–28,	2016),	a	symposium	that	thematically	focused	on	Language and 
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Metafora i metonimija u 
jeziku i mišljenju: kognitivnolingvistički pristup
Sažetak
Kognitivna lingvistika naziv je koji pokriva raznolike funkcionalističke pristupe istraživanju 
jezika koji su se pojavili 1970-ih godina i koji dijele stanovite temeljne teorijske i metodolo-
ške zasade, od kojih većina nije kompatibilna s teorijom Noama Chomskoga i njenim novijim 
ograncima. Kognitivna lingvistika razlikuje se od generativne gramatike u tome što: 1) odbacu-
je Chomskijevu tvrdnju da je jezična moć urođena, 2) naglašuje semiotički značaj ne samo riječi 
nego i gramatičkih konstrukcija kao značenjskih jedinica u jeziku, 3) pripisuje važnu kognitivnu 
i jezičnu ulogu metafori i metonimiji, i 4) tvrdi da su jezične strukture i uporaba (relativno) mo-
tivirani pojmovnim i pragmatičkim čimbenicima. Rad se usredotočuje na točke 2), 3) i 4), koje 
se empirijski potkrjepljuju jezičnim primjerima iz engleskoga.
Ključne riječi
kognitivna	 lingvistika,	generativna	gramatika,	gramatičke	konstrukcije,	 jezik	 i	mišljenje,	metafora,	
metonimija,	motivacija
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Metapher und Metonymie in Sprache 
und Denken: ein kognitiv-linguistischer Ansatz
Zusammenfassung
Der Terminus Kognitive Linguistik (KL) ist ein Sammelbegriff für funktionalistische und kogni-
tivistische Sprachtheorien, die in den 1970er-Jahren entstanden und mit der generativen Gram-
matik Chomskys und ihrer Weiterentwicklung vielfach unvereinbar sind. Grundannahmen der 
KL sind u. a.: (i) Die menschliche Sprachfähigkeit ist nicht angeboren, sondern durch das Wir-
ken genereller kognitiver Lernmechanismen erklärbar. (ii) Sprachliche Einheiten – einschließ-
lich morphosyntaktischer Konstruktionen – sind Zeichen. (iii) Die Metapher und die Metonymie 
spielen eine zentrale Rolle im Prozess der sprachlichen und kognitiven Bedeutungskonstitution. 
(iv) Sprachstruktur und Sprachgebrauch sind zumindest partiell motiviert. Der Artikel diskutiert 
die Punkte (ii), (iii) und (iv), die durch authentische englischsprachige Sprachdaten erläutert 
und empirisch gestützt werden.
Schlüsselwörter
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La métaphore et la métonymie dans le 
langage et la pensée : une approche cognitive
Résumé
La linguistique cognitive (LC) est un ensemble de théories fonctionnalistes et cognitivistes qui 
ont émergé dans les années 1970 et qui, à de nombreux égards, sont incompatibles avec la 
grammaire générative. Les hypothèses de base de LC sont, entre autres : (i) LC réfute l’hypo-
thèse de Chomsky selon laquelle la faculté du langage est innée. (ii) LC souligne le caractère 
sémiotique des unités grammaticales, y compris des signes complexes tels que des constructions 
morphosyntaxiques. (iii) LC considère la métaphore et la métonymie non seulement comme des 
façons de parler, mais, en outre, comme des figures de pensée. (iv) LC soutient que les structures 
grammaticales d’une langue sont motivées en grande partie par des facteurs conceptuels et 
pragmatiques. L’article porte surtout sur les points (ii), (iii) et (iv), qui sont élaborés et illustrés 
avec des données de langue anglaise.
Mots-clés
linguistique	cognitive,	grammaire	générative,	constructions	morphosyntaxiques,	 langage	et	pensée,	
métaphore,	métonymie,	motivation
